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Abstract:
The private sector in Saudi Arabia faces many challenges which constrain its
capability of achieving the ultimate benefits of Information Systems (IS) including its
success in appropriate development and implementation of IS projects. User
involvement is essential for successful development of computer-based information
systems (Ives and Olson, 1984). This factor is discussed and frequently highlighted in
early studies (Dickson and Simmons, 1970; Power and Dickson, 1973; Lucas, 1978)
and new ones but few studies have been conducted in Saudi Arabian organisations. If
user involvement is performed correctly during all the phases of IS development,
many benefits will be achieved, such as more satisfaction and understanding of the
new system by the end users (Kujala, 2003).
Absence of user involvement in IS development prevents organisations from achieving
and delivering the desired benefits, even though the regular functions and daily tasks
are accomplished. In addition, it will cause many changes in requirements and
resistance to change.
This study aims to explore the situation of user involvement throughout IS
development stages in Saudi companies, focusing on two systems, the Human
Resource System and Financial System, in the companies included in the study. Data
were collected through interviews with twenty-four managers and staff within four
companies. The data were analysed by using an interpretive approach to draw
conclusions about the situation of user involvement in IS development in these
companies. The final results demonstrated that user involvement was absent or not
carried out adequately within the four companies, even though they are aware with its
importance. The findings from this research should help researchers and motivate
them to focus on how to implement and improve this factor in Saudi industries.

Keywords: user involvement, user participation, Information Systems, IS development,
Saudi Arabia
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1.0

Introduction:

Although computer-based IS have become an integral part of modern organisations,
many systems still fail or are not used at all. As Lucas (1981) indicated, development
and implementation are important processes that play a big role in IS success or
failure.
Allen and Wilson (1996) mentioned in their study of information strategy in the UK
that most organisations tend to focus on technology only and do not operate the IS
through focusing on organisation and human components. In contrast, the sociotechnical view of IS is that strong attention should be paid to human activity and
organisation, in the same way as for technology (Checkland, 1981; Land et al., 1983).
After some considerable searching on critical factors in IS success development in
general, the researcher found numerous factors. A factor on which there is consensus
from authors and researchers and which is frequently mentioned in the literature as a
significant factor associated with IS success is user involvement (Ginzberg, 1981;
Lucas, 1981; Markus, 1981; Zmud, 1983; Ives and Olson, 1984; Swanson, 1988;
Wong-on-Wing, 1988; Craig et al., 1998; Al-Mashari and Zairi, 1999; Vaughan,
2001; Alam, 2002; Kujala, 2008). This factor is frequently repeated in the literature
and many authors focus on its significant role in achieving successful development
and implementation (Gallagher, 1974; Swanson, 1974; Alam, 2002; Kujala, 2008; and
McGill & Klobas, 2008)
Many authors such as Damodaran (1996); Kujala (2003); Harris and Weistroffer
(2009) identified in their studies the expected benefits of user involvement on system
success and user satisfaction such as having more quality improvement in systems by
meeting user requirements, avoiding costly system features that users did not want or
cannot use, improving level of acceptance of the system, greater understanding of the
system by users and increased participation in decision making in the organisation.
The purpose of this study is to take another view of this seemingly unresolved factor
that has been discussed frequently in the literature but never been discussed as a
specific issue in the Saudi Arabian environment, to observe the situation in Saudi
industries
2

.
This study focuses on user involvement in IS development as a key factor that plays a
big role in system success. Many researchers have studied this phenomenon from
different dimensions but few or no studies have been conducted in this area in Saudi
Arabia, despite its importance and effect on organisation performance and
expenditure.
The objective of this study is to explore the situation of user involvement as a critical
factor of IS development in Saudi companies in Jeddah city. The researcher seeks to
answer the questions:


How do private sector companies in Saudi Arabia interact with managers and
end users during the IS development process?



What is the end user role in different stages of IS development?



To what extent do end users participate in the development process of the new
system?.

Absence of user involvement has been frequently highlighted and discussed in many
studies in different developed countries but it is more severe in developing countries.
Studying the situation in the Saudi Arabian environment will help to understand why
many systems fail or only partially succeed or do not serve companies correctly,
although they spend heavily on these systems.
An exploratory study was conducted with four companies in different industries and
on two specific systems which are the Human Resource System (HRS) and the
Financial System (FS), which are considered an important systems within the
organisations and available in all the four companies. The interview method was used
to collect data from the companies. Data were analysed by using an interpretive
approach to gain deep and rich information to explore meaning in depth and
understand the situation in these companies in order to develop a theoretical
framework based on practical study.

3

2.0

Literature review:

User involvement refers to the involvement of individuals or groups who will be
affected by the new system in the process of change, to increase the chance of
information systems success. A variety of terms are used by authors to refer to user
involvement in the system development process, such as user involvement, user
participation and user engagement (Kappelman and McLean, 1992, 1994; O'Brien and
Toms, 2008). In this study the term user involvement is used as a general term for
the total set of user relationships toward IS and their development, implementation
and use. User involvement in the IS field generally refers to “participation in the
systems development process by potential users or their representatives and is
measured as a set of behaviours or activities that such individuals perform” (Barki and
Hartwick, 1989, p.53; 1994, p.60).

This factor is frequently repeated in the literature and many authors focus on its
significant role in achieving successful development and implementation (Gallagher,
1974; Guthrie, 1974; Swanson, 1974; Alter,1978; Alam, 2002; Kujala, 2008; McGill
and Klobas, 2008) and avoiding many problems during the change process (Vilpola,
2008). Nevertheless, some articles have identified problems of user involvement and
an overlap between this factor and other issues like requirement analysis, user
understanding and the training factor (Brooks and Kiddle, 2000). At the same time,
other authors produced inconclusive results regarding the impact of user involvement
on system success (Power and Dickson, 1973; VanLommel and DeBrabander, 1975;
Lucas, 1975; 1976; Schewe, 1976 ; Maish, 1979; Olson and Ives, 1981; Harris and
Weistroffer, 2009). User involvement in IS development should be open and include
different levels of users (Bruss and Roos, 1993; Bashein et al., 1994; Barki and
Hartwick, 1994; Arendt et al., 1995; Berrington and Oblich, 1995; Hinterhuber, 1995;
Dawe, 1996 and Jackson, 1997) and be spread through all the stages of IS
implementation (Al-Mashari and Zairi, 1999; Kujala, 2008). User involvement is
essential for successful development of computer-based information systems (Ives
and Olson, 1984). This factor is discussed and frequently highlighted in early studies
(Dickson and Simmons, 1970; Power and Dickson, 1973; Lucas, 1978) and more
4

recent ones (Craig et al., 1998; Al-Mashari and Zairi, 1999; Vaughan, 2001; Harris
and Weistroffer, 2009; Abelein et al., 2013).

Kujala (2003 and Harris and Weistroffer (2009) identified in their studies the
expected benefits of user involvement on system success and user satisfaction which
more accurate understanding of user requirements, avoiding costly system features
that users did not want or could not use, improved level of acceptance of the system,
greater understanding of the system by users and increased participation in decision
making in the organisation.

Some authors found in their studies a significant

relationship between user involvement on the one hand and information satisfaction
(Baroudi et al., 1986; He and King, 2008; Hsu et al., 2008), system usage (Swanson
1988) and recognised system usefulness (Franz and Robey, 1986) on the other hand,
because this participation enables users to secure their interest and identify the
information needed for the job. Furthermore, in the psychology field Sherif et al.
(1965) found a positive relationship between user involvement and attitude; the
relationship was not large, but there was a discernible impact, whereas Barki and
Hertwick (1994) found in their study a strong relationship between user involvement
and attitude. Leippe and Elkin (1987) also found that high involvement raises users’
motivation towards the system and system success (Wu and Marakas, 2006; Discenza
et al., 2008).
Ives and Olson (1984) identified in their study two types of users’ participation, direct
and indirect. Direct participation is when users participate by themselves through the
process, whereas indirect participation refers to user representatives’ participation in
the development of the system.
Mumford (1979) identified three kinds of participation: ‘Consultative’, which refers to
the need for fulfilment of job requirements and involves users within the department;
‘Representative’, which refers to the workers and members who are affected by the
new system and should participate in the system design and ‘Consensus’, through
open channels of communication among all the users and IS professionals during
system design. This classification indicates the varying extents to which users may
influence the system design.
5

Franz and Robey (1986) focused in their measurement of user involvement on four
areas that users influence. These areas are identifying and clarifying information
needs, exploring requirements in input and output data, demonstrating systems
objectives and asking questions about the system and obtaining answers. Moreover,
they emphasised that involvement in these areas is very important at two levels: the
planning and design point, and the implementation stage. Barki and Hartwick (1994)
specified in their study three levels of user participations: the definition phase, the
physical design phase and the implementation phase. At the same time, Wu and
Marakas (2006) identified that the extent of participation differs between the analysis
stage and design stage. They asserted that high involvement in the analysis stage
could decrese the need to be involved in the design stage.
One of the most important problems surfaced and discussed frequently in the
literature in relation to absence of user involvement is resistance to change.
Resistance to change has often been indicated and debated in the literature (PriesHeje, 2008). Some authors like Jiang, Muhanna and Klein (2000) draw attention to
the impact of resistance as a crucial component that can undermine the success of IS.
Kling (1980) identified three types of resistance: it could be based on specific issues
related to the individual or group (people orientation); it could be based on factors
related to the technology and complete system (system orientation); finally, resistance
might appear because of the interaction of personal features with those of the IT
system (interaction theory). Consequently, user involvement plays a big role and can
be an optimal solution to overcome resistance to change.

In Saudi Arabia, by contrast, there is a lack of detailed study of user involvement,
especially in the private sector. There are two studies in the Higher Education sector.
One of them, by Aldayel et al., (2011), studied the critical success factors of ERP
implementation in higher education in Saudi Arabia and identified user participation
as one of the critical factors of implementation success. Another study by Althonyan
and Papazafeiropoulou (2011) also focused on ERP systems in higher education
institutions and clarified that user satisfaction is related to aspects of system quality
like content and format, which cannot be improved without user involvement in
6

different stages of IS development. There have been no studies focused on user
involvement in Saudi Arabia in general or on specific systems in particular in the
private sector.

System development cannot be considered as a technical task only; Lucas (1981)
found that most systems that failed were very advanced in technical design and very
good from the technical standpoint.

Organisations introduce IS to different

departments when they desire to make a change in the existing processes and
procedures. At the same time, IS has high impact on groups and individuals within
the organisation. Organisations in general aim to achieve ultimate benefits from
technology in different areas (Ward et al., 1996). Moreover, improved management
information and process efficiency which help to provide a high quality and large
volume of information- play a big role in strategic planning and decision making, and
have been identified as significant advantages of IS within organisations (Ward et al.,
1996; Lin and Pervan, 2003).
To achieve these advantages, however, needs robust and reliable information, which
cannot be provided by unsuccessful or only partly successful information systems.
Inadequate or not wholly successful information systems may occur because these
systems were not developed properly and in particular the end users were not involved
in the development process (Abelein et al., 2013). This situation prevented the
organisations from achieving and delivering the desired benefits, even though the
regular functions and daily tasks were accomplished.

To conclude, the user involvement factor has a significant impact on IS success.
Consequently, lack or inadequacy of user involvement in IS will impact the
development process in general (Gallagher, 1974; Guthrie, 1974; Swanson, 1974 and
Alter, 1978) and some factors in particular such as motivation toward the new system
(Leippe and Elkin, 1987), attitude and commitment (Sherif et al., 1965; Kujala, 2003;
He and King, 2008). In addition, lack of user involvement could decrease system
usage (Swanson, 1988) and could lead to resistance to change (Kling, 1980; Jiang, et
7

al., 2000; Pries-Heje, 2008). Moreover, user involvement in different stages of the
new system development increases users’ understanding of the new system's
performance and how it will help in solving their problems (Kujala, 2003). This in
turn increases the positive attitude toward the new system and users’ help and
contribution in system development (Robey and Farrow, 1982; Franz and Robey,
1986; He and King, 2008).

This involvement and favourable attitude and

commitment lead to more voluntary use of the system (Lucas, 1978) and greater
perceived usefulness of the system (Edstrom, 1977). However, if the users are not
involved in the new systems definition, design and implementation, the system will
fail to meet their expectations and they will not use it. Consequently the usefulness of
the system will be affected negatively (Franz and Robey, 1986).

3.0

Methodology:

The main concern of this study is to investigate to what extent users are involved in IS
development in Saudi private organisations.
Many different methods have been identified for IS research by many authors such as
Benbasat (1984) and Alavi and Carlson (1992). The research methodologies applied
in the IS field can be categorised according to the taxonomy proposed by Galliers
(1992) into two groups: scientific/positivist and interpretivist. Many approaches fall
within the scientific/ positivist paradigm such as laboratory experiments, field
experiments, survey, case study, theorem proof, forecasting/future research and
simulation and game/role playing. Other approaches are located under the
interpretivist approach, such as subjective/argumentative, action research and
descriptive interpretive.

The research philosophy adopted in this study is

interpretivism, to explain how the participants view the phenomenon and understand
the perspectives of the people involved in the research and their role as "social
actors" ( Saunders et al., 2009, p. 116).
Interpretive methods of research in IS are aimed at exploring the context of the IS,
and understanding the mutual interaction between the context and the IS (Walsham,
1993). Many authors have suggested that this approach is the most appropriate
vehicle for the study of the IS development process (Kanungo, 1993; Myers, 1995;
Butler and Fitzgerald, 1997; Butler, 1998). Galliers (1987) notes the existence of
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several interpretive approaches suitable for investigating IS-related phenomena.
These issues highlight the utility of using an interpretive approach in IS research.
Consistent with this approach, a qualitative method was used. The qualitative method
is defined by Van Maanen (1983) as “an array of interpretive techniques which seek
to describe, decode, translate and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the
frequency, of certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the social world”
(p. 9). The qualitative research method is widely used in IS research because it is
more suitable to reflect the interaction between IS and organisational context
(Orlikowsk and Baroudi, 1991; Myers, 1998). Moreover, the qualitative method is more
appropriate in studying phenomena that have not been studied frequently in previous
research (Benbasat et al., 1987; Walsham, 1995) and it can yield rich insight on the
use of information technology in an organisational and social context (Walsham,
1995).
The researcher focused on medium size companies in Saudi Arabia industries. There
are many of these, in the Saudi environment, engaged in variety of activities in
various area such as business, education, manufacture, hospitals and financial
services. The number of employees in this size of companies ranges between 100300. The researcher chose four companies in different industries in Jeddah city for
inclusion in the study, of these four companies, one of them worked the in business
area, one in education and the other two in manufacturing. The number of employees
in the selected departments ranged between 7-15 employees.
The departments included in the study use the human resource department and the
financial department, because the systems used in these two departments are
considered as the most important systems for administrative activities within the
organisations. They are denoted as the Human Resource System (HRS) and the
Financial System (FS). The researcher focused on these two systems to investigate
user participation in their development in this study for two reasons: first, they are
important systems which carry all the transactions and operations regarding the
employees and finance, and second, they were available in all four companies.
The intention of the study was to target specific key managers who participated in the
development and implantation of the two selected systems ( HRS and FS) and should
9

be responsible for the process and involved in it. The researcher selected, in each
company, two particular managers and six end users as shown in Table 1, who were
expected to have been involved in development of the two specific systems within
the company and could provide useful information and insight about the development
and implementation process. These were the head of each departmentIn and three
employee in each department chosen randomly by the researcher from a list of
employees who had worked for at least three years in the company . In order to
preserve the anonymity of the managers and employees who participated in the field
study, the companies’ names have been concealed as the interviewees wished, and the
letters A, B, C, D used to denote them during data analysis.
Company

Industries

A
B
C
D
Total
Table 1.

Business services
Education
Manufacturing
Manufacturing

Heads of
Department
2
2
2
2
8

Employees
6
6
6
6
24

The sample interviewed

Secondary data were gathered from printed and electronic documents and collected
from various database on line sources, and conferences.
Primary data were collected by interview on user involvement in IS development, to
gain rich and deep information and explore the situation in details. Semi-structured
interviews were used because they provide deep information and allow more
flexibility (Miller and Crabtree, 1999). The interview questions were based on Barki
and Hartwick's (1994) questionnaire and focused on involvement in general and at
different stages of development (definition, design and implementation).

Qualitative interviews in general are a powerful way of enabling people to understand and
explore meaning in depth and access the perspective of the person interviewed . Although

use of the interview method is constrained to a small sample, unlike a questionnaire,
which could be distributed to hundreds of potential respondents it gives deeper and
more detailed information.
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Prior to the main study, the interview questions were discussed, and pilot tested with
various members in similar companies, to improve the validity and reliability of the
data that were to be collected and, accordingly, some questions were modified to be
clearer and more understandable.
The study was conducted in mid 2013; and it took around 6 months to conduct the
interviews, and analysed the collected data.

The interviews were conducted one-to-one in the Arabic language with each manager
by telephone due to cultural and religious barriers. Each interview lasted
approximately 20-30 minutes. The interviews were tape-recorded with the permission
of the participants.

Data were analysed by reviewing the interview transcripts and trying to explain the
meaning and connect it to the literature review. The researcher did not code the data
or use any software for analysis, but tried to explore and understand the meaning and
interpret it and use evidence from the interviewees' answer.

4.0

Data Analysis:

Based on the data collected from the interviews, this section will analyse and interpret
these data in the four companies.
In Company A the users were at two levels, managers and staff, who could be
recognised as end users. The managers were not involved in all the stages of system
development identified by Ives and Olson (1984); Franz and Robey (1986); Barki and
Hartwick (1994) whether software or built in-house. However, to some extent they
were involved in the beginning stage of system development, like the first meeting
with the Information Technology Department (ITD) to present the new system and
demonstrate its deficiencies and strengths, after the top management within the
organisation gave approval. They did not sign any agreement , they did not give any
11

approval for information required, and they were not informed regarding progress and
problems. One end user said:
"They gave us some information regarding the new system but
they did not ask us any question regarding our requirements
so we faced problems regarding the information needed"

On the other hand, end users participated indirectly in the systems built in-house via a
few representatives' participation in the process when the ITD needed information.
However, there was no role for them or involvement in any stage: definition, design
and implementation as identified and asserted by Barki and Hartwich (1994), Wu and
Marakas (2006) and Pries- Heje (2008) if the system was a software package. This
finding is in partial agreement with Ives and Olson (1984) regarding indirect
involvement.
In Company B, in light of the description of the situation of user involvement in the
literature review section, and different perspectives towards this factor, the researcher
noticed that the ideal practice mentioned by various authors (Barki and Hartwick
1994, Alam 2002; Wu and Marakas, 2006; McGill and Klobas 2008) regarding a full
role for users in different stages of new system development and implementation was
far from realized. Also they not experience was in line with Wu and Marakas's (2006)
advise that participation in the analysis stage decreases the need to involvement in
design stage, because they were not involved in any stage. The ideal was matched by
reality only to some extent in the Financial System. This could indicate that the top
management in the organisation gave high authority and full power to the ITD and
give more concern to Financial System.
The ITD did not act in the manner advised by Berrington and Oblich (1995), Dawe
(1996) and many others, regarding open and widespread multi-level involvement in
the different stages of development process like definition, design and
implementation. Based on the responses of Heads of Department and end users in the
interviews, the huge power and authority given to the IT Director in Company B
made him independent in planning and forced the department concerned to accept his
decisions without discussion or participation. One Head of Department said:
12

" I believe that is a top management and ITD role and they focus
on acquiring new and advanced technology but at the same
time this does not mean ignoring us completely"

In Company C, the Head of the HR Department explained that there was no role in
any way for him or his staff in system development, it was completely ITD's decision
and the end users comments were elicited only after the new system was installed and
operated.
This situation means that the Head of Department and end-users were involved only
in the last stage (implementation phase), after the ITD had taken the decision about
the new system, which is contrary to Al-Mashari and Zairi’s (1999) views that users’
involvement should be spread through all the stages of the development process.
Moreover, their involvement in this stage was not optimal because they did not play a
significant role in reviewing and approving or

making changes in the formal

agreement.
Moreover, many problems were identified by the interviewees, related to the users
being ignored, or their inadequate involvement, such as user requirements, change in
requirements, and resistance to change.

Kling (1980) identified three types of

resistance; one of them based on specific issues related to the individual or group
(people orientation) which can occur when users are ignored in system development
and implementation. One end user said:
"I don't want to use the new system because I don't understand
it and all the employees in the department have negative attitude
regarding the system because nobody asked us any questions during
the development process"

In Company D, the Heads of Department had different perspectives toward user
involvement and each one identified a different process.

The Head of the HR

Department emphasised their participation, while the Head of the Finance Department
argued that the process was completely in the wrong direction. The researcher tried
to probe for an explanation for this inconsistency. It appeared that it might have arisen
13

from the friendly relationship between HR Department staff and ITD staff. The Head
of the HR Department said:

"We have many friends in ITD and a good relationship, so we know
everything from them and when they need any information they ask
us, but I think they understand their work
and they have full authority"

The situation in Company D is incompatible with the view of many authors who
indicated that user involvement should be open and include different levels of users
(Bashein et al., 1994; Arendt et al., 1995; Berrington and Oblich, 1995; Jackson,
1997).
One Head of Department indicated that the systems were very easy and user- friendly,
which influenced user satisfaction positively and overcame the effects of their being
ignored during the implementation, although the systems still needed som changes to
be compatible with users’ needs. One of the end users said:
" I think it's an important factor to involve the users in the development
process but IT staff understand their job and we have advanced
technology which is important to the top management"

This situation goes in line with Ward et al., (1966); Lucas (1981); Lin and Pervan
(2003) and Vilpola (2008) whose indicated that some organisations are more
concerned about technology than organisational and human aspects.
This situation is not as described by Swanson (1988), who considered use of the
system to be correlated with user involvement in the design stage and Baroudi et al.
(1986), who identified a significant relationship between user involvement and
information satisfaction.

5.0

Conclusion:

Based on data analysis, the researcher recognised a critical situation in the four
companies in Saudi industries. Most of these companies faced many problems related
to lack of user involvement , such as frequent changes in user requirements and
14

resistance to change. The case in Company A contrasted with the view of many
authors like Bruss and Roos (1993), Barki and Hartwick (1994), Bashein et al. (1994),
Arendt et al. (1995), Berrington and Oblich, (1995), Hinterhuber (1995), Dawe
(1996), Jackson (1997), Al-Mashari and Zairi (1999) Alam (2002) Koopman and
Batenburg (2008) and McGill and Klobas (2008) who indicated that user involvement
in the development process should be open, include different levels of users, and be
spread through all the stages of system development, whether the system is a software
package or built in-house.
Furthermore, regarding to importance of user involvement for IS success, this was
agreed on by all the managers and staff within each department in all the four
companies. However, the Heads of Department identified this factor as especially
important because they faced many problems with the systems as a consequence of its
absence.
The situation in the four companies was similar, even though some of them had slight
differences which did not relate to clear understanding of the role of user involvement
(managers and staff) in IS development but were based on personal relationships and
some efforts by ITD to exert their authority and power.
In general, the Heads of Department and the employees were aware of the importance
of user involvement in IS development, but it needs more concern from the top
management to force the ITD to take this important factor into consideration during IS
development and gave the managers and staff more weight and importance.
Moreover, they should adopt a systematic approach and clear procedures to engage
users in IS development. It appears that ITD authority and power within the company
might play a major role in the neglect of end users and lead to their involvement in
some companies only at the end of the final stage of new system implementation. The
massive expenditure these companies incur without achieving the intended benefits
or targets could be a cause of high risk for them. The study recommends to involving
the end users during the process of IS development, which might encourage a positive
attitude among end users and increase user satisfaction. On the other hand, decision
makers and ITD need to have more concern for user involvement in IS development
from the early stages. This could give many benefits and have a positive impact on IS
15

success which consequently help organisations to achieve the ultimate benefits, in
addition to reducing change in requirements and resistance to change.
There are some limitations in this study, which could be addressed in future research.
For example a case study approach could be used to explore the situation in some
companies in more depth.

In addition,

more systems could be included, and

interviews conducted with Heads of IT Departments in particuler within the
companies to ascertain their views, as well as questioning more end users.

6.0
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